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Environmental Decision-Making and Sense of Place: Exploring the Effects of Bears Ears’
Shifting Status on Stakeholders’ Personal Relationships to the Land
Ana Siegel
University of Puget Sound
Introduction
Ever since the initial push—back in 2013—to designate Bears Ears as a
National Monument, this landmark of the Four Corners Region has
represented a quarrel, familiar to the American Southwest: friction between
those who wish to conserve Western landscapes for their sacred value, and
those who would rather exploit those lands for their natural resource—and
thus economic—potential. After years of advocacy and petitioning of the
federal government, in 2016, the Obama Administration placed Bears Ears
under federal protection, by means of the Antiquities Act. But, on December 4,
2017, President Donald Trump made the executive decision to drastically
reduce the land protected by Bears Ears National Monument, by 85%. Paired
with the simultaneous reduction of Grand Staircase Escalante National
Monument, this ruling was “the largest rollback of federal land protection in
the nation’s history” (Turkewitz 2017), and opened up this land to oil, gas, and
mineral leasing, as well as countless other uncertainties, faced by unprotected
public lands.
How does this now-prevalent possibility of natural resource extraction in Bears
Ears affect the sense of place held by those who view this land as a sacred
space, whether that be for religious, historical, or even recreational reasons?
How does federal intervention affect the sense of place held by those whose
families have lived in San Juan County, largely untouched by extra-local
mediation, until now? These are just two questions driving my research: to
explore how sense of place is affected by environmental decision-making—
whether that be on a local or federal level—examining Bears Ears, as a case
study.
Image 1. Evolution of Bears Ears National Monument Boundaries, Before
and After Reduction

Conclusion

Pre-Existing Literature
I approached this research from the interdisciplinary, academic lens of political
ecology, a field of study that combines foci from both anthropology and
environmental policy. Wielding a research legacy, grappling with issues of contested
resources, land tenure, and indigenous rights, the field of political ecology explores
the interconnectedness of our environment and the social, political, and economic
spheres of society. To inform my political/ecological approach, I drew from existing
literature of the field; Alf Hornborg’s “Undermining Modernity” (2008) was
particularly influential in that it highlighted a similar struggle to that over Bears Ears,
but between the Mi’qmak Indian Tribe and the Kelly Rock corporation. His
discussion surrounds Kelly Rock’s inability to grasp the cultural significance—the
immense spirituality—that the Mi’qmak held to the mountain: what was a central
motive for the Mi’qmak’s resistance, was an illegible—nonetheless valid—reason for
conservation.

Image 2. Cliff Dwellings in Road Canyon

Reflecting upon this summer’s research, I feel as though I am walking away
with more questions—and a much broader attention—than I initially began
with. By seeing the controversy surrounding Bears Ears, within the greater
context of American public land management, it seems as though our
nation needs a drastic shift in the way in which we approach public land
management, whether that means preservation, conservation, resource
allocation, or any of the like. But how can we make those dauting
adjustments happen?
Human connection to the land—sense of place—is far more than what we
can dig out of it, and that should be acknowledged when decisions are
made about how to manage those lands. This research shows that human
relationships to the land are deeply rooted, and are just as valid in
environmental decision-making as the price tag that an economist places on
a plot of land, though determining that price tag may be easier than
quantifying personal connection. But just because it is difficult, does not
mean we can’t do it; we need to shift our environmental attitudes. As Terry
Tempest Williams wrote in The Open Space of Democracy, “America’s
wildlands are vulnerable and they will always be assailable as long as
what we value in this nation is measured in monetary terms, not spiritual
ones” (2004: 51).

This research was largely driven by the academic discussion of sense of place, which
environmentalist Wallace Stegner defined as “the kind of knowing that involves the
senses, the memory, the history of a family or a tribe; the knowledge of a place that
transcends single generations and looks to the future” (Fleming 2011). Sense of
place—as is in the title of my research project—is essential language to the
discussion of human connection to the land.
Another piece that influenced this research was Terry Tempest Williams’, The Open Space of Democracy (2004), in which she explores the intersection of spirituality,
personal connection, social change, and politics in the context of democracy. She notes that, as humans, we are members of a local, national, and global community;
thus, we must be actively engaged in all of those realms. She advocates for a passion-based conservation movement: Tempest Williams argues that true change comes
from a local level—from those who are impassioned by causes and driven to act on those passions—thus, we are not hopeless at the hands of our federal
government. Social change, according to her perspective, begins from the grassroots level, if our community members bring themselves to be engaged in the
democratic process.

Results
Sense of Place

Methodology
I spent ten weeks conducting research on how sense of place is affected by
environmental decision-making, closely examining Bears Ears National
Monument—in Southeastern Utah—as a case study. I was able to spend much of
June and July in the field, travelling throughout Southeastern Utah and
Southwestern Colorado. In those ten weeks, I was inspired by the
methodological framework of Community Based Participatory Research. Though
I did not have time to engage in a full-fledged CBPR project, I incorporated many
aspects of that methodological approach (Hacker 2013).
Prior to entering the field, I undertook extensive archival research (of which I will
elaborate upon, in the pre-existing literature panel of this poster), which framed
the way in which I later analyzed my data. Looking specifically at sense of place,
the most vital data I gathered was the narratives of those most closely affected
by the shifts in environmental decision-making: my research was largely based in
the qualitative process of conducting semi-structured interviews with eighteen
stakeholders of varying backgrounds. While pre-existing literature was key to
informing this research, I found qualitative, ethnographic data particularly vital in
that it gives voice to stakeholders who may often be excluded from the
environmental decision-making process.

Sense of place has varied meaning to different
stakeholders; what connects someone to a place—
what someone values about a place—is wholly
dependent upon their multi-faceted historical and
current relationship to the land. One woman who I
spoke to--a former leader of a Southeast Utah Native
American Tribe—explained to me that, “the value of
land is great, it’s just who you ask and what position
they may hold in regard to this.” She gave me an
example of the discussion surrounding natural
resources: if you ask someone who is working within
the extractive industry, their understanding and
appreciation of natural resources is going to differ
significantly from that of a Tribal member or even
environmental activist.

Image 3. Petroglyphs near Cedar Mesa

Image 4. Pottery Shards near Cedar Mesa

Active Democracy
Public land management needs to be a more
actively democratic process; the single narrative
that seemed universal, throughout every semistructured interview I conducted this summer,
was the lack of representation in the
environmental decision-making process, on both
a regional and national level. Whether it was the
right-wing, radical localist who rejected
government intervention on regional issues, the
Native American rights activist who advocates for
Tribal voices to be heard in federal decisionmaking, or even the countless environmentalists
who felt as though their views were being
silenced by big industry, the common thread
throughout these narratives was that everyone
should have a seat at the table. These
stakeholders held a united front in asserting that
public land management needs to be just that:
public.

Perseverance
Spirituality and personal relationships do not
immediately shift nor disappear, as a result of
shifts in environmental decision-making; the
sense of place that connects stakeholders to Bears
Ears—what each deems worthy of protection—is
too expansive to be recognized by a line only
depicted on political maps. There seems to be
concern regarding how government intervention
is going to affect land use, as well as fear of the
looming possibility of further extractive industry
development within the Bears Ears region; yet, all
stakeholders conveyed to me the message that
their relationships are far deeper-rooted than a
shift in boundary or a shift in land management. A
cattle rancher told me, “It doesn’t affect my
spiritual connection with the land. It belongs to
me there, whether you call it a National
Monument, BLM, or Forest Service; that
connection and that spirit will always be with me.”
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